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the figuresofThetis theNereid andCheiron the centaur. It argues that thepair derive a
substantial amount of their characterisation, in ancient narratives, from their mutual
association,andthatonlybystudyingthemtogethercanwereceiveafullinsightintotheir
mythological and religious personae.Thetis andCheiron are shown to differ significantly
withregardtoanumberofthemes,suchastheirrelationshipwithsymbolictopographyand
thenatural landscapeofThessalyand–moststrikingly– theirkourotrophicroles.Thetis’
strong association with ambiguous nurture is argued to connect with her physical
conception, especially her association with the shapechanging sepia, cuttlefish, an
associationwhichinvolvesherinthewiderancientdiscourseofunreliablefemalebeauty.It
is also shown that the Thetis of Homeric epic is significantly different from the Thetis
foundinotherancientnarratives.
Résumé:Cet article étudieunepartiede lamythologie etduculte thessaliens autour
desfiguresdelaNéréideThétisetducentaureChiron.Ilmontrequ’unepartimportantede
leur caractéristiques, dans les récits anciens, provient de leur association et que c’est
seulement en les étudiant ensemble qu’on prend la pleine mesure de leur dimension
mythologiqueetreligieuse.ThétisetChironprésententdesdifférencessubstantiellessurun
certainnombredeplans, tels que leur relation à la topographie symbolique et aupaysage
naturel de la Thessalie, et, de manière plus surprenante, leur rôle de courotrophes.
L’associationétroiteentreThétiset l’ambiguïtédunourrissageestmiseenrelationavecsa
constitution physique et avec le sepia protiforme, le poulpe. Cette dernière association






the Sepias promontory in Thessaly.1 This presented another dimension of a
figure most commonly viewed through her Iliadic persona as the grieving
motherofAchilles.Italsovaluablybroughttotheforethecuttlefishassocia






tion of this article that the most fruitful inquiry examines Thetis not as an
isolatedentitybut incombinationwithanother importantfigure inThessalian
mythandcult: thecentaurCheiron.Anexaminationoftheirrelationshipmay







areseldomcompletelyapart.Clearly theywereconsidered together inmytho
logical narrative, so the combination is not an artificial one, imposed on the
ancientmaterial.Iconographically,theyrepresenttwodifferentwaysofexpress
ingthesameidea:theincorporationofanimalandhumanphysicalcomponents
within a single entity, Cheiron through hybridism, Thetis through shape
changing. It is also true to say that very often in Greek myth and cult it is
contrastswhichcarry theburdenof symbolic expression.These contrasts are
neverblackandwhite,theyarenotneatantitheses;buttheydoholdone(not
the)key tounderstandingabidingancientattitudesandpreoccupations.Some
such preoccupations come to light when we examine the way in which the











historian’s point of view Thessalian culture and society remain difficult to
reconstruct.JustasBorgeaudinhisworkonPanhasexpresseddespairofever
attaining a vision of the ‘real Arkadia’,2 so wemust here resign ourselves to
beingunabletoestablishmythsasThessalianproducts,andmustacknowledge
thecertaintyofperceptionsandstoriesbeingimposedontheThessaliansetting















−One (rare) tradition makes Thetis Cheiron’s daughter3 in lieu of the more
commonlyfoundHippe.
−CheironadvisesPeleusonthecaptureofThetisontheshore.4






and the childhood of Achilles, and Cheiron’s benign contributions.7 This is
impossibletoprove,especiallythetitle,butisnotonthefaceofitunlikely.
Thecultconnectionsarelesstangible:theyrestlargelyonproximity.Thetis’
worship on Sepias is mentioned in Herodotos,8 but a degree of uncertainty
remains as to quite where this promontorywas, thoughwe know it to have
beenon the ‘arm’ofPelion.9However, it ishard toascertainwhetherThetis

3Hyginus,AstronomicaII,18;scholiononApolloniosRhodios,Argon.I,558.





7W.MANNHARDT,AntikeWald undFeldkulte aus nordeuropäischerÜberlieferung,Berlin, 1877,
Bd. II,p.5255;seealsoP.PHILIPPSON,ThessalischeMythologie,Zurich,1944,p.137.Mannhardt
wasconvincedthatthelostPeleiswasofearlierdatethantheIliad–ashakythesis.
8Herodotos,VII, 191, 2.Thepassage does not describe anoffering by locals, but by the







closer proximity to the cave of Cheiron.However, it is likely that inmaking this conclusion,
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had an actual temenos in this area – as a single late source suggests10 – or
whethertheareawassimplysacredtoherinalessminutelydefinedway.The















that geographical proximity of myth and cult is matched by a thematic
closeness,albeitonewhichtendstoconsistlargelyofcontrast.
However, it shouldbenotedbeforeproceeding thatThetis’ cult seems to
have had a dimensionwhichCheiron’s did not. The evidence for this is not
unproblematic,butitissuggestive.InhisHeroikos,thethirdcenturyADauthor
Philostratus describes an annual theoria conducted by the Thessalians to the

basedonalackofmaterialremains,WaceandDroopwereoverprioritisingbuildingsandother















regardtothePelionregion,bycontrast, theywerebothobviouslykeyplayers in localmythical









willbediscussedfurtherbelow.However, it is importanttoacknowledgethat
Thetis’sworshipexistsonafarbroaderscalethanthatofCheiron.Ontheone
hand,PhilostratuspresentsthetheoriaasbeingpanThessalian,takingusoutof
theMagnesian context of Thetis’ andCheiron’s proximity; on the other, the




seems advisable to treat some of its difficulties now, in particular the fraught








existence at the time of its creation. The two approaches, though typically
divergent in motivation, are not of course incompatible: clearly both literary
artificeandareflectionofcertainrealitiesarepresent inthetext.It isnotedby
ChristopherJonesthatthecultsiteofProtesilaosatElaiousisdepictedwithquite




early as Herodotos.16 Philostratus was clearly interested in the actual state of

14 E.L.BOWIE, “Philostratus:Writer of Fiction,” in J.R.MORGAN andR. STONEMAN (eds.),























him, soundly, to themid second centuryBC testifies to regular and significant
culturalcontactbetweentheThessaliancityofLarissaandtheTroad.18Though
Helly’sattempttoreadthecontextoftheinscriptioninthelightofPhilostratus’
accountof the annual theoria is notwithoutproblems,we canbe sure that the
narrative of theHeroikos is based on a real and longstanding rapport between
Thessaly and theTroad. Inmyview,Philostratus is likely tohave added some
details, but not to have invented the ritual entirely. We cannot discount the
possibilitythatThetis’rôlewaspartlyorindeedwhollyinventedbyPhilostratus,
butevenifthisissoitaccordsverycompletelywiththemythologysurrounding
Thetis’ contribution to Achilles’ immortality, in particularly as reflected in the
AithiopisofArktinos(onwhichseefurtherbelow).
At the same time, theHeroikos plainly has aims beyond the accurate re
tellingofratherrecherchéreligiouspractice.TheHeroikos isessentiallyawork







of the realm of local cult, into the panHellenic dimension of poetry. That
Achilles andThetishad their roots inThessalianmyth isquiteprobable; that



















Thetis is famous for slipping away. She is like other sea divinities in this
regard,forevereludingthegraspinghandsofterrestrialmen,thoughwhatthey
wantfromherisnotprophecy(asinthecaseofProteus)butsex:onceithas
beendeterminedbyZeus thatThetis shouldbe thebrideofPeleus, thehero
struggles to catch her and hold her on the Sepias shore. Her evasiveness is
expressedthrougharapidanddramaticseriesoftransformations,whichcaught












ner of Thetis’ hopedfor participation. Thetis is not herself Thessalian; as a
daughterofNereusshecomesfromthedepthsofthesea.However,sheishere
describedasPeleia,whichcouldbeinterpretedasareferenceeithertoPelionor





As thehymn itself says,hebelongshalf to theTroadwherehis tomb is, and
half to the Euxine where he lives as an immortal god;22 none of him is
Thessalian.Alsosignificanthere is theway inwhichThetiscan,whateverher
origins, be expected to turn up instantaneously in a completely different
location. Of course, all gods can do this; but Thetis has a special mode of
arrivalinmanynarratives:emergingoutofthesea.
Shedoes thismost famouslyperhaps in the Iliad.Onseveraloccasions in
theactionofthepoem,ThetiscomesoutoftheseaontotheTrojanshoreto










themes.24 The arrival of Thetis on the scene each time is one ofmiraculous
swiftness; she hears his weeping despite the distance of air and water, and
emerges from the sea cloaked in mist. Moreover, we are given insights into
whereshe is supposed tobecoming from.Onthe first twooccasionsofher
arrivalonland,sheisdescribedassittinginthedepthsofthesea(benthoshalos)
besideherfathertheHaliosGerônwhenshehearsherson’s lamentationand
rises to go to him; on the second we have the added details of a crowd of









Peleusand throughhimtheotherArgonauts. Interestingly, althoughhereher
emergence fromthesea is, asusual,depictedasmiraculously fast, sheherself
describesherpriormovementwithin the sea, finding andenlisting the aidof
herNereidsisters,aslongandarduous(lines838839).Sothemarineenviron
ment does not preclude the difficulties of travel, if effort is what the poet





ofwhen they invokeher. It alsomakesThetis adeitywho ispotentiallyvery




other, she is, in cult and in the Heroikos’ representation, of – or strongly
associatedwith–Pelion. Inmyth, shehas four spheres; the sea,herplaceof
origin; the Sepias shore, where she is caught and subdued by Peleus;Mount













marinemobility generally,we can see that itplacesher at significantvariance
fromCheiron,thedwelleronthemountain.WhereasThetisissummoned,and
arrives,Cheiron stayswherehe is, and is visited.This happensboth inmyth
and(probably,thoughtheevidenceisnotuncontroversial)incult.
Inmyth, infant heroes are brought to Cheiron on Pelion. The rollcall is
extraordinary:Achilles,Aristaios,Aktaion,Asklepios,Jason:thesearesomeof
hisfamouscharges.27Heushersthemfrominfancyintoadulthood,equipping
them with various essential heroic skills, but he himself is astonishingly
constantintermsofageandstate.Wearegivennarrativestoexplainhisbirth,
but hear next to nothing about his youth or upbringing; maturity, with its
attendantqualitiesofsophiaandsôphrosunê,isCheiron’snaturalandunwavering
condition.Theyareconstantashislocationisconstant;heaffectschange,but
doesnot undergo it; he inspiresmovement, butdoesnothimselfmove.The
exceptiontothisisofcoursehisdeath,discussedbelow.
There is a form of ritual counterpart to this motif of the young heroes’
sojourn with Cheiron: the pilgrimage described by Herakleides, mentioned
above.Therelevantpassageisasfollows:28
Onthepeaksofthemountain’stopthereisthecavecalledtheCheironionand
a hieronof Zeus Aktaios, to which, at the rising of theDog Star, at the time of
greatestheat, themostdistinguishedof thecitizensandthose in theprimeof life




men taking part come toworshipCheiron. Indeed, φ’  on the second line




















The dominant theme of the ritual is changes of state, symbolised in the
donningoffleeces,whichentailsadramaticandprogrammatictransformation:
thenoblestof thecitizensdon thegarbof the rusticand theprimitive.Since
fleecesandcaves share thisquality, thevisitorsto theareaof theCheironion
aremodelling themselveson theirdestination,andundergoing transformation
inparallelwith their spatialmovementaway fromthecultivatedplainandup
intothewildterritoryoftheoros,asBuxtonrightlyobserves.29Theyarealso,in
asense,steppingbackintoprimevaltime.
To relate this back to Cheiron’s mythical visitors, his young charges, two
things must be said. First, myth and ritual are both similar and interestingly
divergent.WhereastheinfantheroeswhogotoCheironinmytharetransformed
byhimintoadultswiththetrappingsofaristocraticpaideia(suchashuntingand
music), the reallife visitors of the fleece ritual reverse the process, losing the
outermanifestationsoftheircivilisationandgoingbackwardsintime.However,
thoughthisaspectoftherite isnottreatedbyHerakleides,wecanassumethat
theThessalians afterwardsdon their usual clothing and return to their ordered
livesontheplain.Perhapsitisthis,theaftermathofthevisit,whichisanalogous




of the fleece ritual are explicitly described as already having attained full
adulthood.There is thereforenotacompleteandexactmappingof ritualonto
myth.
Thatsaid,it isworthbrieflynotingthatCheironmayhavebeenassociated
with adolescent transitions in another cult site. Philippson has argued, in a
discussionwhichencouragestentativecredence, thatCheironwasworshipped
onThera,nearthetempleofApolloKarneios, inakourotrophiccapacity:his
name appears in a seventhcentury dedicatory inscription30 alongside names
suchasLokaiawhichare associatedwithchildbirthand rearing, and there is
also some evidence for his involvement in local ephebic rites.31 This would














permanent residence there, Cheiron is a fixity on his mountaintop and is
visited there accordingly in bothmyth and cult. (His onlymythical departure
fromthecaveleads,intheend,tohisdeath,asifthecaveisaplacehecannot
return tohavingonce left it.)32Hedoesnotchange,butheeffects change in
others; he himself is static, but he effects movement and travel. Thetis, by
comparison,ischangeableandmobile.Onefinalpointmustbemadetomodify
this contrast, however, and it is a point which in fact narrows the distance
betweenCheironandThetisinarevealingway,remindingusthatnosymbolic
contrastshouldeverbereadasabsoluteorundeviating.
Cheiron’s cave is a place of both real and mythical visits, true, but its
inhabitant isprone toa specialkindofuncertainty regardinghispresence. In
another article,33 I have shown that Cheiron is often depicted in the ancient
literature as a departed, absent being; also, that this is reflected in his cult
personaastheancestororforerunnerofalineofhealers,arolewhich,whileit
emphasises his importance, also entails his supercession. This is in marked
contrast with heroes such as Asklepios and Trophonios whose cult sites are
markedbyasenseofheightenedpersonalresidency.34Theimplicationsofthis
for the fleeceritual are striking: perhaps the Thessalians are visiting not so
muchCheironasamonumenttohiserstwhile,hismythical,presence.









sionof thecentaurs (himselfamong them) fromThessalyby theLapiths;once there,onCape
Malea, he encounters Herakles, who accidentally shoots him with a poisoned arrow. Cheiron
relinquisheshisimmortalitywhenthepainbecomesunbearable.SeeApollod.,II,5,4.
33ASTON,l.c.(n.11).
34 On the importance of personal presence to the cult of Asklepios, and its Thessalian
connections,seeE.M.M.ASTON,“AsclepiusandtheLegacyofThessaly,”CQ54(2004),p.18
32; on the shared characteristics of the ‘underground hero’, see the article of Y. USTINOVA,
“‘Either aDaimon,or aHero,orPerhaps aGod:’MythicalResidentsof SubterraneanCham
bers,”Kernos15(2002),p.267288,whichsucceedsinestablishingthetypeasacoherentpheno
menon in Greek religion. See also Y. USTINOVA,Caves and the Ancient Greek Mind. Descending
UndergroundintheSearchforUltimateTruth,Oxford,2009,p.89108.
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worship.Another, related, shared feature is that both are associatednotwith
highly specific and artificially demarcated zones but with more general and
naturalones:CheironwithPelion (thoughwith thecave asprime focus) and
Thetis with the Sepias peninsula. Neither’s worship is centred on built
structures; neither has a strictly bounded temenos. However, the difference
residesinthetwotypesoftopography.Whereasthemountainisafixedpoint
towhich peoplemay and do travel, which does notmove butwhich causes





plants associated withMount Pelion, Thetis can represent amoremalignant
propertyofthesea.
Cheiron,Pelionandthemountain’snativehealingherbsformaninsepara











Magnesians. He gives his name to the plant called ‘Cheironeion’, whose
propertiesaredescribedbyTheophrastos:itisusedtocurethebitesofsnakes,
spidersandothervenomouscreatures.36
So Cheiron in a sense embodies the healing properties of Mount Pelion
itself, in theformof itsnativeherbs.Thetisandthesea,however,havequite
another quality in this regard. For the most striking expression of this
differenceonemustreturntotheHeroikos,andtothesectioninwhichthehero
Protesilaos (hiswords relayedby theThracian vinedresser to hisPhoenician

35 Nicander, Theriaka 500505: πρτην xν Χε}ρωνος παλθwα ¨}ζαν »λwσθαι, | Κενταzρου










thedead, I said, ‘Formysake,Achilles,disregard this.’Buthewasnotpersuaded
andsaidthathewouldgivethemsomemisfortunefromthesea.Icertainlyfeared
that this dread and cruel hero would find something from Thetis to use against
them.”Asforme,myguest,afterIheardthesethingsfromProtesilaos,Ibelieved









text, however, adds the special ingredient of the sea as source of blight and
contagion,especiallytargetingagriculturalachievement.
Thepestilentpropertiesof the sea arequitewidely expressed in antiquity.
For example,Plutarch inhisQuaestionesConvivalium (Mor., 626f627f) asks the
questionwhyseawaterisnotusedtowashclothes,andthevariousresponses
focus on the sea’s impurity: this is not just brine, but is also ‘coarse, earthy
matter’(τ¤τραχ®καtγεδες)and,curiously,oil.Theuncleanqualityofthesea
isatoposinancientattitudeswhichhasbeenbrilliantdescribedbyVermeule,
who argues that the sea was perceived as a repository of the unwanted, the





to owe her inclusion in theHeroikos to her particular role in the theoria and perhaps to her
Thessalianconnections.
38Her.,53,1921:Θετταλοςγν¬πρτνναγισxτωνxην}ονταα¥σθnxενος, ‘xο}’  φην, ‘Â
°χιλλεv,πρεςτοvτο’.£δ’ο|πε}θεται,φησtδ’α|τοςκακnντικθαλττηςδσειν.καtδεδ}αx
παρτ«ςΘwτιδοςεÃρητα}τια|τος£δειν¤ςκενοςκαtxε}λικτος.’κγ¾xwν,ξwνε,ταvτακοzσας
τοvΠρωτεσ}λεω, ρυσ}βας τε Äxην καt £x}χλας προσβεβλσεσθαι τοςΘετταλν λη}οις ¬π¤ τοv
‘ΑχιλλwωςπtφθορÆτοvκαρποv·ταυτtγρτπθηδοκεπωςκθαλττηςπtτςε|κρπουςτν
Çπε}ρων·ζνειν.Äxηνδκαtπικλυσθσεσθα}τιναςτννΘετταλ}Èπnλεων…
39 SLATKIN, l.c. (n. 24),makes the interesting and valuable connectionbetweenThetis and
DemeterMelaina, theArkadian goddesswho emerges fromPausanias’ description of her cult





of men.’ Though it can be a source of purification for those on shore, it
consequently contains all the pollution andmiasmawhich have been poured
intoit.Arelatedthemeisthesea’sbarrenness,probablyreflectedinthesome




unlike the realm of terrestrial agriculture, and cannot be treated to the same
regulating,orderinghumanprocesses.41
Anoddand isolatedmythaboutThetis addsa final strand to thiswebof









not merely random denizens of the sea; they have a special character based
largely on theirmammalian nature,which sets themapart from theworld of
fishes. This quality ismost clearly seen in Book IV of theOdyssey, in which
Menelaos is forced into close proximity with seals in his attempt to capture
Proteus,theoldseagodandtheseals’herdsman.
Two things are notable in this episode. First, the seals share the pestilent
andrepellentpropertyoftheseainwhichtheylive,describedabove.Menelaos






which even Eidothea speaks ruefully of, describing living seals as ‘πικρ¤ν
















and the terrestrial flocks who follow shepherds on land. Proteus is directly
compared with a shepherd, and his behaviour bears this out, for he is an
unmissablemarinecounterparttoPolyphemos,countinghisbeastscarefullyby
fives before lying down to sleep in their midst48 (and so, like the Cyclops,
rendering himself vulnerable to a hero’s attack). The shorecave inwhich he
sleepsenhancesthesimilarity.Thoughproductsofthebarrenandpestilentsea,
seals can echo the fruitful herds of the pastoral realm; they are even called
zatrepheas, ‘fatted’.49However, they giveneithermeatnormilk, andultimately
their resemblance to the flocksof the landonly serves tohighlight thisbasic
distinction.Moreover,Proteus’spellinhisshepherd’scaveisafleetingone,and
oncehisprophecyisspokenheslipsbackintotheatrugetoswaves.
These, then, are thevarious significancesof the seal, andwecanperceive
thesuitabilityofThetisadoptingthatform.Tosumupthissection,itmaybe





fruitfulness, though of a sort at odds with normal agriculture. This will find
resonances in the next section, in which the focus shifts to the theme of
kourotrophyandcareoftheyoung.





















tos after he has been cast away by his disgustedmother,Hera.51Hephaistos
himselfhighlightsthecontrastbetweenrejectingHeraandshelteringThetis.In
so doing, he calls his mother kunôps, bitchfaced, a word which, along with
variations, plays a special role in the designation ofmalign females inGreek
myths. In the Iliad, Helen in selfreproach refers to herself several times as
either kunôps or kuon (‘bitch’);52 in Hesiod’s verse, Pandora is described as
havingakuneosnoos,abitchlikemind.Bitchimageryseemsinthesecontextsto
beusedofwomenwhocombinegreatbeautywith abaneful anddestructive
nature; both Helen and Pandora function as scourges of the race of men,
whose beauty is the key to their success in this role. Pandora especially is a
perfectdolos–trick,snare–becauseofthediscrepancybetweenherexterior








as havens for the young, and in Thetis’ case an element of rescue is added,
renderinghernotjustanursebutalsoabenefactrix.Moreover,Cheironshares





A closer inspection, however, will show that Cheiron and Thetis diverge






















theparts selectedplace cardinal emphasis onher role as goodkourotrophos,





This isa themewhich,naturallyperhaps,doesnotfindaplace in theIliad,but
whichfindsfullexpressionelsewhere.Inonetraditionmarriagetoamortalisa





glorious child, the circumstances of his conceptionwere forced uponher very
much against her will. Just as being yoked to the mortal Peleus gives Thetis
displeasure, so she suffers keenly becauseof themortality of her sonAchilles;
dusaristotokeia,theIliadcallsher,56referringtothecruelironythatforallherson’s
excellencehewill,throughhisinevitabledeath,eventuallybringhermisery.
We begin to encounter divergence, however, between the Iliadic and other
traditionsifwelookattheepisodeswhichprefiguretheTrojanwar,andwhich
dealwiththeinfancyofThetis’children,Achillesamongthem.Oneofthemost


















attempts to immortalise her children.59 In the pseudoHesiodic Aigimios,
transmittedbyascholiastontheArgonautika,thereoccurthefollowinglines:60
Thetis cast her children by Peleus into a cauldron of water, wanting to know
whethertheyweremortal[…]andwhenmanyhadinfactdied,Peleusgrewangryand
preventedAchillesfrombeingflungintothecauldron.
This is rather startling. The dead children are not even the victims of
botchedattemptstorenderthemimmortal,asinLykophron,butofaprocess
ofexperimentationtowhichAchillesalsowouldsurelyhavefallenpreyhadnot
his father rescuedhim. In thisversion, thereareonly twopossibilities, in the




Her relationshipwithAchilles takesThetis off into another, very forceful
epic discourse concerning the nature of the hero. She, like Eos (lover of









attempts and fails to make her children by Jason immortal, and is prevented from further
experimentation by Jason (see Pausanias, II, 3, 11). In this instance no harm comes to the
children,butadestructiveparallelcouldbediscernedinMedea’streatmentofPelias:shetricks
himintoenteringacauldronwhoseboilingcontentssheclaimswillrejuvenatehim(aversionof
immortalising magic) but in fact he is simply boiled to death. See Diodoros, IV, 52, 12;
Pausanias,VIII, 11, 23.AlthoughMedea is not herself fromThessaly, the story has a largely
Thessalian(specificallyIolkian)context.
60 Schol. Ap. Rhod.,Argon. IV, 816:  Θwτις ε¥ς λwβητα Ãδατος  βαλλεν το®ν κ Πηλwως
γεννωxwνους, γν\ναι βουλοcdνη εg θνητοj εgσιν [… ] καt δ πολλν διαφθαρwντων γανακτ«σαι τ¤ν
Πηλwακαtκωλvσαιτ¤ν᾿Αχιλλwαxβληθ«ναιε¥ςλwβητα.
61EveninsourceswhichdonottreatThetisaswantonlydestructiveofherchildren’slives,




however, is thedifferencebetween theThetiswhochampionsher son in the
Iliad(ortheThetisoftheAithiopis62whoeventually,afterhisdeath,installshim
in divine glory on the Island of Leuke) and the Thetis who methodically





next stageofher imperfectparenting takesover: she leavesherhusband and
infant son and returns to the sea, her natural element. This is not so in the




inAchilles’ infancy is, it should be noted, found only in postClassical texts.
The fullest treatment is in theArgonautika ofApollonios, a third centuryBC
text,inwhichwefindthefollowinglines:63
Inthemiddleofthenightsheusedtosurroundhermortalchildwithfireand
every day anoint his tender fleshwith ambrosia, tomakehim immortal and save
himfromthehorrorsofoldage.OnenightPeleus,leapingoutofbed,sawhisboy




It seems extremely likely that accounts such as this derive something from
earliertreatmentsofDemeter’sattempttoimmortalisetheinfantDemophoön.In
the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, for example, the goddess, interrupted when the
processisincomplete,throwsdownthechildandleavesinrage,amotifwithwhich
that ofThetis’ angrydeparturebears obvious similarities.However, this is not a




offence,whetherhumanordivine, by removingher lifegivingpowers from the

62TransmittedinProklos,Chrestomathia,2.




Éρπγδην χαxδις βλε κεκληγτα, | α|τ δ πνοι¿ ·κwλη δwxας, Çzτ’ µνειρος, | β« ¨’ xεν κ






together.WhenThetis leaves,Peleusbrings the abandoned infantAchilles to
thecentaur’scave,wherehereceivesnotonlyeducationbutalsomorefunda
mental care: feeding with strengthening substances and providing a close
emotionalbondwhichnumerousliterarynarrativesexploit.Thisremindsusof






following scene:64Thetis is burningher children inher attempt to rid themof
theirmortalportion,haskilledseveral,andhasjustbegunonAchilles,whenthe
child, having sustained burns only to his foot, is rescued by Peleus (clearly a






Thetis also reflects, inher imperfectparenting, the ambiguous fruitfulness
of the sea, which teemswith strange life but remains unharvested, untamed,
and untrustworthy. However, there is a symbolic dimension to this contrast







were joint recipientsof human sacrifice.ClementofAlexandria records the following remarkby
Monimos: Μnνιxος δ’ ·στορε ν τ¿ τν θαυxασ}ων συναγωγ¿ ν ΠwλλÎ τ«ς Θετταλ}ας °χαι¤ν
´νθρωπονΠηλεκαtΧε}ρωνικαταθzεσθαι(Clem.Alex.,ProtrepticusIII,42,4=Monimos,FHistGR
IVF 1 (ed.MÜLLER): ‘Monimos records in his collection ofmarvels that inThessalianPella an
AchaianmanwassacrificedtoPeleusandCheiron.’Thereissomuchwedonotknowaboutthis










point of divergence relates to failed and successful transitions. Thetis cannot
leaveherchildrenastheyare:sheiscompelledtoattempttousherthemacross







of the saga. Cheiron, on the other hand, accomplishes his own brand of
transition with unfailing success, equipping heroes with the strength and
abilitiesneededfortheirlivesahead.Heisnotconcernedtoproduceimmortals
–heisnotimmortalhimself,inthelongrun–but,instead,perfectpractitioners
of that most ambiguous state, that of the hero: excellent above the level of
normalmen,butultimatelyfated,likeallmen,tosufferdeath.
I end this sectionwith theobservation that there is anotherway inwhich
Thetisisratherlikethemalignfemalesofmythwhoarecharacterisedbytheir




tionwith the sepia, or cuttlefish, an association rightlynotedbyBorgeaud as
significant for her Thessalianmythical persona. The sepia is themost perfect
evocationoftheclosenessoffluidityandlayeringinancientthought.
The figure of the cuttlefish, as Borgeaud points out, is the strongest link
betweenThetis and the stretchofThessalian shorewhichwas sacred toher.
ThepromontorywascalledSepiasafterheradoptionoftheformofasepia,we
are told;66 however, in a touch of double determination, we also learn from
anothersource,Athenaios,thattheseaaroundthatpointwasespeciallyfullof
sepiai.67OnesourcetellsusthatthesepiawasthelastformadoptedbyThetisin
herattempt toevade theclutchesofPeleus; itwasalsowhenshewas in this
shapethatthetwoactuallyhadintercourse(asomewhatluridcontingency).68
For the symbolic valency of the sepia, the reader is referred to the still












indeedembody,mêtis,becauseof theirextremeflexibilityof form: likeThetis,
they arepantomorphos; they can take almost any shape andcanbe confined to
none. In addition, and perhapsmore importantly, they have recourse to the
trickeryessential tomêtis: theyusetheirblack inktoconceal themselveswhen
threatened(havingfirstconcealeditwithinthemselves),andalsowhenhunting
theirprey.Thisdolosiscentraltotheiradaptable,responsivenature.
The connection between Thetis and the sepia receives some interesting
expositions.Perhapsmost telling (andmost tantalising)are the linesfromthe
Attikon Deipnon of Matron, a work of which we only have small excerpts,
courtesyofAthenaios’Deipnosophistai.It isaworkofsatire, inwhichthefood
items at an extravagant dinnerparty are introduced in absurd epic language
(with much direct verbal borrowing from Homer) as combatants within a






Thetis takesherplace among theother edibles as the sepia, reflecting the
myth of her sepiatransformation. Clearly, aspects of the cuttle’s reallife
anatomy are evoked here. The use of euplokamos, for example, a Homeric
epithet frequently used of female characters, including Thetis, derives its
humourherefromthefactthatitechoesthesepia’swavingtentacles.72
Rathermore complicated is the third and final line, inwhich it is said of
Thetisthatshe‘alone,beingafish,knowsbothwhiteandblack.’Thesenseof
theparticipleοvσαisextremelyuncertain.Thephraseisoftentranslated‘alone
of all the fishes’, and yet that sense seems to stretch theGreek itselfbeyond
endurance.73Theparticiplemightcarryacausalsense–‘becausesheisafish’–
orequallyaconcessiveone–‘althoughsheisafish’.Itisimpossibletodecide
withanyconfidence,andyetonemightextendcautioussupport to the latter,
on the following grounds. Fish can occasionally be described aswhite, there

70Onthetext,seeE.DEGANI,“ProblemsinGreekGastronomicPoetry:OnMatro’sAttikon
Deipnon,” in J. WILKINS, D. HARVEY and M. DOBSON (eds.), Food in Antiquity,Exeter, 1995,






black and white’. This interpretation is not so much linguistically impossible as thematically
unnecessary.
 ThetisandCheironinThessaly 105
being an example in this very text,74 though the (external)whiteness of sepiai
seems to have received special notice.75What sets the sepia apart from other
seacreatures,however,isthefactthatitcomprises–‘knows’–bothwhiteand
(uniquely)black: it iswhitewithoutyetcontainsblacknesswithin.The sepia is
arranged in concealing layers, blackwithinwhite and,when the inkhasbeen
expelled,whitewithinblack.
Herassociationwiththesepia transferstoThetissomethingofthistypeof
colour duality. She is never explicitly called inkfilled, butBorgeaud convinc
inglyargues that the ideaof innerblacknesswasan importantelement inher
characterisation.He links itwith thecharacterofherelement, thesea,calling









quality but rather the disparity between the bright appearance and themurk
within. It alerts us to the fact that Thetis is capable of two types of dolos,
trickery, theword identifiedascrucial to theconceptionofmêtisbyDetienne
and Vernant.78 On the one hand, qua shapechanging goddess, she uses
multiplicityofforms,andrapidtransformation,ashermeansofevasion;onthe








76 VERMEULE, o.c. (n. 40), p.179 describes how, in ancient thought, the sea is persistently
accorded this discrepancy between surface (shining, apparently placid) and depths (murky,
miasmatic,fullofkêtê):thisisjustthecharacterisationofoutsideandinsidethatwefindinThetis.






the sepia dolomêtis. Interestingly,Plutarch (Mor.,978a) remarks that the sepia copies thegodsof
Homer by concealing itself in akuaneê nephelê, a dark cloud – just the imagery used of Thetis
herselfintheIliad.Seep.90above.
106 E.ASTON
hand in ancient thought.79 Thetis, however, gives the connection a special
dimension, as the sepia simultaneously executes its inkdiffusing dolos and its









when it catchesupwithPeleus,Thetis,who iswithhim, is able to turn it to
stone by pulling a frightening face, tongue protruding.82 The grimace is
irresistiblyreminiscentofthegorgonfacessofrequentinGreekart,withtheir
protrudingtonguesandprominentfangs;andthoughitisaloneinstanceinthe







Thepreceding section took us somewhat away fromCheiron; and indeed
this is not wholly accidental. It is a fact that Thetis’ characterisation in the
sources ismorecomplex than thecentaur’s,because it is fullof tensionsand
ambiguities. Thetis expresses and explores anxieties; Cheiron seems almost
desiredtostillthem.Hischaracterisneverallowedtodisplayanypotentialfor
malevolence; the worst act of which he is capable is death, and his death is
(accordingtoPindar)alosstomankind.

79For example,DavidWileshas arguedwith regard to theatre that in ancient thought the
donningofamaskmeantnotonlyconcealmentofidentitybutcompletechangeofidentity.See
D.WILES, “TheUse ofMasks inModern Performances ofGreekDrama,” inE.HALL (ed.),
Dionysussince69:GreekTragedyattheDawnoftheThirdMillennium,Oxford,2004,p.245263.










neglect the subtleties of their respective characterisation. There are many







as sheoperateson thegrander stageof epic.For reasonsunknown,Thessaly
doesnot see thebestofThetis, aswifeor (especially) asmother.Thehostile
portrayal ofThetis seems to runparallel to the strongmythical (andperhaps
cultic) rapport of Cheiron and Peleus, in which Cheiron repairs, or at least
attempts to repair, everything that Thetis has damaged. This picture is not
absolute.ThestoryinwhichThetis,bypullingaterribleface,savesPeleusfrom
Psamathe’swolfplacesherinarolestrikinglysimilartothatofCheironwhen
he saves Peleus from the murderous centaurs on Pelion. It makes her an







(explicit or implicit) that proves so potent in ancient narratives. Together,
Cheiron and Thetis also encapsulate all of the imaginary Thessaly, all its
mythicalterritory:thecultureoftheinlandplain,themountain(Pelion)which
dominates theMagnesian litoral; theeastern shore; thewidermarinenetwork
withinwhichtheregionshouldcertainlybeviewed.
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